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The subject of this paper is the process of resistance and political activism of 
previously ‘invisible’ indigenous peoples in national hinterlands vis-à-vis national and 
international development policies.  Through their defence of homelands and culture, 
and the search for more power in their lives and in the protection, management, and 
development of land and sea territories, Sami, Inuit, and other peoples of Northern 
Eurasia and North America, as well as Australia’s Aboriginal peoples and Torres 
Strait Islanders, have been shaping new political institutions and political cultures.  
This has been a negotiation, sometimes implicit and visible in hindsight, sometimes 
explicit.  Over recent decades it has brought many changes at regional and national 
levels, and will bring more in future.  Some governments have been slow to recognise 
this process or understand its dynamics, benefits, or requirements, so progress has had 
a stop-go character, resulting in unnecessary and damaging delay and conflict.  The 
best way forward in hinterland development is for national governments to recognise 
indigenous political communities and their rights, and assuring to indigenous peoples 
their associated imperatives of culture, language, and self-government; by 
accommodating, joining with, or reconciling with those communities through the 
design of new political, legal, and administrative arrangements, governments can best 
protect land and sea territory and its sustainable resources and livelihoods.  It is 
assumed that ‘first world’ national governments will be responsible enough to act on 
as well as talk about sustainable development.  The Circumpolar governments 
meeting as the Arctic Council (2002) in Inari have committed themselves on October 
10, 2002, to a fine range of work, studies, and projects of the type implied or specified 




                                                          
1 (The author wishes to thank Louise Harrold for discussions of her research on co-
management which were stimulating aids to the writing of this paper.) The author was an 
adviser on northern regions and indigenous policy for many years in Canadian prime 
ministers and premiers offices, and to Northern Canada’s heads of government, and political 
and constitutional adviser to Canadian and international Inuit.  He has also worked for 
Australia’s Torres Strait Islanders and ‘Outback’ Aboriginal peoples, and has researched and 
written on indigenous hinterland politics in Sápmi (Lapland), the North Atlantic, Greenland, 
and Alaska, and on related international comparative issues.  His recent report, ”Nations with 
whom We are connected”:  Indigenous Peoples and Canada’s Political System, 3rd ed., Sept. 
15, 2001, was abridged in two parts in Australian Indigenous Law Reporter, 6(2), 2001, pp 1-
16, and 6(3), 2001, pp 1-15. 
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BACKGROUND 
 
Sami, Inuit, Indian first nations, and Métis political representatives from Sápmi 
(Northern Norway, Sweden, and Finland), Greenland, and Canada’s Northwest 
Territories and Yukon met in Copenhagen in November 1973 as the Arctic Peoples 
Conference, an event often recognised as the beginning of indigenous 
internationalism (Kleivan 1992; Jull 1998a; 1998b).  Those peoples attending were 
under pressure in their ‘first world’ homelands from national resource development 
and socio-political assimilation or integration policies.  Powerless minorities at home 
– sometimes despised or mistrusted – they had come together to share ideas, 
inspiration, and courage.  The White Man2 was also feeling pressure.  The Yom 
Kippur War between Israel and Arab countries some weeks earlier and related oil 
politics were ending the long Post-War economic boom, while Copenhagen itself was 
dimly lit and chilly as it entered the winter dark thanks to energy restrictions during 
an Arab oil boycott imposed on Denmark.3  The main concern of the peoples at the 
conference was how to survive the ‘frontier energy’ development policies of 
governments and industry, to have their livelihoods and vital environments recognised 
and protected, and to gain real influence in policy-making for their regions. 
 
Thirty years later some of those present in Copenhagen and their colleagues at home 
have become recognised and honoured international figures through their work in 
placing hinterland environments, indigenous rights, and indigenous self-government 
on national and world agendas.  Sami politics at home and internationally, and elected 
Sami parliaments in Finland, Norway, and Sweden, have increased recognition of 
rights and needs, and sharpened the search for political solutions to territory and 
resource management of land, freshwater, and sea between Sami and non-Sami 
(IWGIA 1996; Minde 1984; 2001).  Greenland Home Rule has brought Inuit control 
of that country and provided an international case study in leading edge interaction 
between European liberalism and indigenous self-determination (Close 2002; 
Kalhauge Nielsen 2001; Jull 1986a).  In the Yukon and Northwest Territories (NWT) 
negotiated land claims settlements, resource management structures, and self-
governance have been proceeding or are implemented, while the NWT now has its 7th 
indigenous premier in office (Jull 2001d).  The Inuit eastern half of the NWT has its 
own land and sea claims settlement and since 1999 has been reconstituted as the self-
governing territory of Nunavut (Dahl et al. 2000; Jull 2001a; 2001b; 2001d).  These 
achievements, and those of other peoples around the Arctic and Sub-Arctic, have 
provided dynamic models and experience for peoples all over the world.  No less 
important has been the impact of these changes on wider public policy and political 
culture in the strong and wealthy industrial nation-states where they have taken place, 
and the flow-on effect on national behaviour in international forums. 
 
Important changes since the 1973 conference have included the global surge of 
environmental understanding, especially that embodied in the Brundtland Report 
(1987) with its call for ‘sustainable development’; the collapse of public 
                                                          
2 ‘The White Man’ is a term well understood by indigenous and non-European peoples around 
the world as an historical term for European domination, almost always by white males.  It is 
not a slip into ill-chosen language, but is carefully chosen. 
3 The Danish prime minister’s expression of small-country sympathy for Israel surrounded by 
hostile neighbours had angered Arab countries, although later there was doubt cast on 
whether or not the oil stoppage had been effective or even occurred at all. 
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administration and services in many regions of Russia creating new indigenous 
opportunities in principle but also many problems or crises in fact (Pika et al. 1996); 
the spread of neo-liberal economics and ‘globalisation’; and the increase in 
exchanges, cooperation, and networking among the peoples and regions of the Arctic 
and Sub-Arctic regions, e.g., as practised in the Arctic Council.  Another important 
development, of course, has been the success and spread of international indigenous 
contacts and mutual support, i.e., indigenous internationalism, and the greater focus 
of world bodies and news/information media on indigenous issues as a result (Jull 
1998a; 1998b).  Most recently the United Nations Permanent Forum has met for the 
first time, in 2002, choosing long-time Sami leader Ole Henrik Magga, representing 
Sami and Inuit at the Forum, as its first Chair. 
 
While there is no room for complacency today, the situation is fundamentally 
different from the early 1970s.  Today the crisis of indigenous peoples in Northern 
Russia and Siberia, the re-surfacing there of the familiar problems of earlier Western 
experience in compressed and intensified form, and the neo-liberal backlash against 
indigenous rights and self-determination, are reminders that the struggle is not over 
even in the Circumpolar world.  For most of the rest of the world it has barely begun. 
 
 
THE ‘BRUNDTLAND REPORT’ 
 
In April 1987 the report of the World Commission on Environment and Development, 
or ‘Brundtland Report’, was released (Brundtland 1987).  It had tremendous impact 
around the world as the strongest set of propositions yet made by an official body on 
the world environment and its interlocking sets of problems and needs.  It established 
the term ‘sustainable development’ at once as a goal, a standard, and, too often, an 
empty cliché used by governments, policy-makers, and commentators everywhere.  It 
also had immediate effect among Arctic indigenous peoples.  For instance, Inuit 
Circumpolar Conference (ICC) president Mary Simon was flying from Ottawa to 
Greenland for important meetings and community visits on sensitive environmental 
and related issues and briefed herself en route from press reports of the report’s 
release (Jull 1991; 1991c; 1999a).  When she arrived in Greenland’s capital Nuuk she 
began at once to talk up the report’s importance, as well as its findings and 
recommendations.  It would be some days or weeks before full texts of the Brundtland 
Report reached the far corners of indigenous hinterlands. 
 
Even now Brundtland’s powerful brief section on indigenous peoples, ‘Empowering 
Vulnerable Groups’, is too little known (1987, 114-117).  First it notes that ‘processes 
of development’ gradually integrate local communities into larger social and 
economic frameworks. 
 
But some communities – so-called indigenous or tribal peoples – remain 
isolated because of such factors as physical barriers to communication or 
marked differences in social and cultural practices.  Such groups are found in 
North America, in Australia, in the Amazon Basin, in Central America, in the 
forests and hills of Asia, in the deserts of North Africa, and elsewhere. 
 
Northern Scandinavia, i.e., Sápmi, and Northern Russia could have been added here. 
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The isolation of many such people has meant the preservation of a traditional 
way of life in close harmony with the natural environment.  Their very survival 
has depended on their ecological awareness and adaptation.  But their 
isolation has also meant that few of them have shared in national economic 
and social development; this may be reflected in their poor health, nutrition, 
and education. 
 
With the gradual advance of organized development into remote regions, these 
groups are becoming less isolated.  Many live in areas rich in valuable 
natural resources that planners and ‘developers’ want to exploit, and this 
exploitation disrupts the local environment so as to endanger traditional ways 
of life.  The legal and institution changes that accompany organized 
development add to such pressures. 
 
… Social discrimination, cultural barriers, and the exclusion of these people 
from national political processes makes these groups vulnerable and subject 
to exploitation.  Many groups become dispossessed and marginalized, and 
their traditional practices disappear.  They become the victims of what could 
be described as cultural extinction. 
 
These communities are the repositories of vast accumulations of traditional 
knowledge and experience that links humanity with its ancient origins.  Their 
disappearance is a loss for the larger society, which could learn a great deal 
from their traditional skills in sustainably managing very complex ecological 
systems.  It is a terrible irony that as formal development reaches more deeply 
into rain forests, deserts, and other isolated environments, it tends to destroy 
the only cultures that have proved able to thrive in these environments.  
(Brundtland 1987, 114-115) 
 
Rarely has the connection between intact indigenous societies and remaining ‘wild’ 
areas been so well made.  The report then goes on to make the only recommendations 
it logically can. 
 
The starting point for a just and humane policy for such groups is the 
recognition and protection of their traditional rights to land and the other 
resources that sustain their way of life – rights they may define in terms that 
do not fit into standard legal systems.  These groups’ own institutions to 
regulate rights and obligations are crucial for maintaining the harmony with 
nature and the environmental awareness characteristic of the traditional way 
of life.  Hence the recognition of traditional rights must go hand in hand with 
measures to protect the local institutions that enforce responsibility in 
resource use.  And this recognition must also give local communities a 
decisive voice in the decisions about resource use in their area.  (Brundtland 
1987, 115-116) 
 
The report calls for social and economic programs to enhance the well-being of 
indigenous peoples in these hinterland areas – something which Brundtland’s Norway 
has done more successfully since 1945 than any other country – before concluding: 
 
 – Jull: The Politics of Sustainable Development – Page 4 – 
In terms of sheer numbers, these isolated, vulnerable groups are small.  But 
their marginalization is a symptom of a style of development that tends to 
neglect both human and environmental considerations.  Hence a more careful 
and sensitive consideration of their interests is a touchstone of a sustainable 
development policy.  (Brundtland 1987, 116) 
 
This important defence of sparsely populated hinterlands remaining sparsely 
populated hinterlands, with their unique cultures intact is too rarely made in official 
documents.  The idea that restrained development or development foregone in regions 
may be the best use of territory would astonish most ministers in the governments of 
‘first world’ countries even today.  Nevertheless, in all the countries discussed here, 
i.e., the Circumpolar world and Australia, there are important research studies and 
local projects underway or already complete which demonstrate the wisdom of these 
insights and proposals, and the stores of human knowledge and productive skills fast 
vanishing in the face of development and accompanying social change. 
 
 
THE WORLD OF ‘NORTHERN TERRITORIES’ SINCE 1945 
 
Circumpolar governments were drawn into national northlands during and after World 
War II.  This was particularly true in North Norway, Russia, Alaska, Northern 
Canada, and Greenland – and also in Northern Australia.  After the agonies of world 
Depression and War, there was a too-simple faith in material solutions to problems.  
The official emphasis in all these areas was construction and material improvement, 
usually in expectation of large profits from large projects to follow.  Defence, mining, 
oil and gas development, hydro-electric power, or physical incorporation of the 
hinterland into the nation-state through road, rail, and port building, not to mention 
school, health, and administration facilities, were often carried out in massive assault-
style D-Day operations.  These latter have improbably given rise to notable literary 
works such as Yevtushenko’s exuberant Bratsk Station poem cycle about a hydro-
electric power mega-project (1967); Halldor Laxness’ Atom Station about impacts of 
the American NATO base at Keflavik (1983); the plaintive film about another hydro 
project, Manicouagan, featuring Gilles Vigneault’s great song, ‘Mon pays, ce n’est 
pas un pays, c’est l’hiver’; 4 not to mention thrillers like Miss Smilla’s Feeling for 
Snow by Peter Høeg (1994) and 2182 kHz by David Masiel (2002) about offshore oil 
in Greenland and Alaska respectively.5 
 
Not surprisingly these intrusions have often been felt by indigenous peoples and other 
long-established locals as an assault.  In a 1966 film designed to encourage northern 
investment and development, The North has Changed, Canada’s Department of 
Indian Affairs and Northern Development (DIAND) began with a fur-clad indigenous 
person gliding over a lake or bay in a traditional kayak, whereupon the screen goes 
blank in an explosion and we find, next, great machines and trucks ripping into the 
sub-surface to fast-throbbing music of excitement!6  However, it is noteworthy that a 
                                                          
4 ‘My country isn’t a country, it’s winter.’ 
5 Nevertheless, the ‘man against nature’ genre of Polar exploration is alive and well in recent 
years with a tremendous publishing boom of old memoirs, new studies, and fiction on Arctic 
and Antarctic journeys, ill-fated quests, and mysteries. 
6 I doubt if my 20-year-old Brisbane students would react to this as DIAND hoped audiences 
would.  That may be real progress. 
 – Jull: The Politics of Sustainable Development – Page 5 – 
major initial catalyst for political mobilization among indigenous peoples in North 
Norway, Northern Canada, and Greenland was not so much outsiders’ resource 
exploitation but large-scale projects to better the material living conditions and 
facilities available to northern people themselves.  These were carried out, initially, 
with little regard to the wishes or expressed needs of indigenous peoples, and brought 
many forms of dislocation, from influxes of transient work forces, to physical 
relocation from long established camping and hunting grounds, to bewildering new 
lifestyles and official controls.  In other words, pace and shape of change were initial 
problems and political motivations in many areas before land, sea, and resource rights 
in the narrow sense, or environmental protection, became central.  However, all were 
intimately related because the new social ways indigenous peoples were expected to 
adopt were intended to prepare a new indigenous proletariat to service the activities of 
industrial societies moving northwards. 
 
When it became clear that the White Man intended to make new uses of water and 
land incompatible with traditional livelihoods, or with the maintenance of viable 
species habitat for such livelihoods, a critical political bonding took place.  If the 
young and school-educated indigenous had the big ideas and angry words to talk back 
to the White Man while their parents and grand-parents cowered, the elders knew the 
ancient territory and its capacities, and were outraged at the arrogance and vandalism 
of governments and the developers they licensed.  Tracked vehicles tearing up tundra, 
ships smashing through previously ice-fast seas, aircraft buzzing around reindeer 
(caribou) herds, explosions set off in wildlife habitat for seismic surveys – it was all a 
form of madness, and proved that the governments and experts from far away were 
not morally or intellectually competent to govern the North.  Indigenous peoples 
must, therefore, reclaim their territories.  (All of this has been more condensed in time 
in Russia and Siberia with the powerful state ministries and other forces only 
challengeable since the glasnost era, although now the forces of neo-liberalism have 
brought a tidal wave of new problems.) 
 
Governments have experienced the new messages from the hinterland in various 
ways.  Some in national capitals have appreciated the inevitable maturing of regional 
opinion and desire for equal social and political rights, and seen this as a success story 
for public programs and policies.  Many others have seen it as ingratitude by people 
on whom many good and costly things were being bestowed.  Some have seen it as an 
affront to the dignity and authority of national institutions, or to the self-esteem and 
good intentions of the majority national culture.  Most have failed, at least initially, to 
recognise that the challenge contains elements such as a knowledge revolution 
(especially in relation to understanding nature’s processes in exotic environments); a 
demand for better public policy no less than for more public benefits and more local 
control of policy; serious proposals or demands for alternatives to resource extraction 
with its socio-environmental costs; and the call for policies focused on the needs of 
hinterland society rather than the national economy – or to recognise that these could 
be legitimate perspectives.  Perhaps most difficult has been the demand that hitherto 
lowly regarded or rustic ways in marginal areas amount to living cultures and 
languages worth maintaining in themselves, richly meaningful to those who share 
them even if short of monuments in travel guidebooks.  (In this latter area Australia 
may lead the field with its booming research, sensitive ethno-tourism, and public 
education and information relating to the Aboriginal rock art found in countless 
galleries across the continent.) 
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In respect of sustainable development, by which we mean here ecologically 
sustainable development (ESD), what natural processes will bear without depletion so 
that they will continue to serve future generations (a central concept of all the 
indigenous peoples of hinterlands, of course), hinterland peoples frequently have 
found strong support from environmental science and environmental advocacy 
groups.  The ‘old’ lore of hinterland peoples is actually ‘new’ for the White Man who 
has previously attempted to commodify landscapes as private property and industrial 
resources.  This may also create problems because in the political activism phase 
indigenous peoples may have the best state of the art advice and advisers, while after 
winning control of regions or public bodies they may hire the bad old boys from 
officialdom (not least to show them who’s boss now!) or imitate the bad old ways, 
having seen no other models in their regions.  Similarly, social justice won in remote 
areas may too much resemble the numbing clerical culture of remote offices of the 
former national northern administration.  Part of the disadvantage of the hinterland is 
the lack of knowledge, e.g., of actual options available or alternatives possible.  No 
wonder that early on in the era of modern ‘treaties’ or claims settlements the Inuit and 
other northern peoples in Canada saw that indigenous education, and implementation 
phases and plans, were as essential to consolidating self-determination as political 
principles in earlier political phases.  It is important not to be taken over completely 
by the new opportunities and their basis in the majority’s culture.  One may see 
indigenous works like the Sami film, The Path Finder, and Igloolik Inuit film 
Atanarjuat, the Fast Runner, as a return to core values and central legends by peoples 
struggling to regain their balance in re-creating their societies. 
 
It is difficult to conclude this brief story.  The emergence of northern hinterlands has 
been a success story in its impact on political culture as a whole and the life of 
countries.  It has opened national society to the political economy of sustainable 
development and to reconciliation with indigenous peoples and cultures, greatly 
expanding the sense and pride of nationhood.  However, it is too early to say it has 
been sufficiently successful in many of the indigenous milieux where the political 
strategy was devised.  All the problems of recent social change cannot be healed at 
once.  To keep up or to consolidate these new societies it may be necessary to endure 
more change.  What we can say is that the political and policy frameworks required to 
replace colonialism, dispossession, and marginalisation are now clearly visible, and 
are in various stages of negotiation or implementation.  This is a process and as such 
takes some time; after all, discussion and mutual understanding are required in, e.g., 
Queensland, before approaches to solutions can be agreed.  Reform also requires 
national political support or leadership, so lacking in Australia in recent years (Jull & 
Reinke 2000; Jull & Rutherford 2000; Jull & Bennett 2000; Jull & Kajlich 2001).  For 
the rest, a great many conflicts reported in mass media, a great deal of sympathy 
evoked among uninformed non-indigenous people, court tests and policy debates, new 
ideas and research of old issues in new publications, and the angry responses of 
indigenous spokespeople to facile or manipulative or plainly stupid official proposals 
are all needed to achieve positive change.  Over time indigenous representatives move 
from reaction and response to proposal and leadership.  For instance, Nunavut leaders 
established their moral responsibility for the region at national level and on the 
national stage 15-20 years before it was created in law and on the map.  They showed 
themselves more caring and better able to care for the north-eastern 20% of Canada’s 
area than the duly constituted authorities. 
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CANADA’S NORTHWEST TERRITORIES AND NUNAVUT 
 
The Northwest Territories (NWT) and Nunavut make up 34% of Canada’s land area, 
in 1996 having 64,125 people of whom 40,000 were indigenous (in a total Canadian 
population of 28.5 million then, now over 30 million).  Until recent times this huge 
region was considered by most Canadians, including governments, as (1) a national 
treasury of undiscovered or unextracted sub-surface wealth in minerals, oil, and gas, 
and (2) a stark place of unspoiled exotic nature where some isolated peoples 
continued to practice ancient hunting cultures.  Because the region was so vast it was 
not understood that there might be a basic conflict between these two northern 
identities.  When indigenous peoples and non-indigenous experts with whom they 
worked began to explain that the North was not a vast undifferentiated mass but a 
network of intricately inter-related systems, and that damage in particular places 
might be very widely felt, this was a surprise.  Together with growing public 
awareness of the differing indigenous peoples and ways of life of the North – an 
awareness largely born of political conflict over lands, waters, and resource 
development – the blank emptiness awaiting the White Man’s transforming 
imagination suddenly seemed very different.  The challenge was not for Canadians to 
create something new or extend their Southern ways into the North, but to recognise 
that something ‘rich and strange’ already existed, and, furthermore, to value and 
protect it.  Or, in terms of the late Northrop Frye’s discussions of Canadian society 
and culture, Canadians are at last overcoming their ‘garrison mentality’ and venturing 
out from their imperial outposts into the forests and tundras, getting to know the 
original inhabitants (Frye 1971 on garrison mentality). 
 
This is being achieved in two main ways.  First of all, the whole huge region is being 
politically re-organised (Dacks 1990; Dickerson 1992; Cameron & White 1995; Jull 
1981; 1984; 1991a; 1991d; 1994; 1995; 1999c; 1999d; 1999e; 2000a; 2000b; 2001a; 
2001b; 2001c; 2001d).  Each people or ethno-region within it negotiates a land/sea 
claims settlement with the national government, including creation of new bodies to 
make decisions about resources and environment in a people’s entire homeland.  Of 
course, the few towns with largely white populations such as Yellowknife and Hay 
River are little affected.  The claims settlements create the general rules for 
development and the environment, a fact accepted happily by mining and other 
industries who want predictable operating procedures.  These regional agreements 
include self-government arrangements.  For instance the whole of Nunavut is now a 
self-governing territory like the whole NWT or Yukon, similar to one of Southern 
Canada’s provinces in its wide powers, while within the NWT the Deh Cho (‘Slavey’) 
or Dogrib (Tlicho) or Inuvialuit region works out local and regional self-government 
arrangements in addition to the existing NWT government.  In other words, local and 
regional governments reflecting the human culture and ecological character of the 
region are able to express and defend those identities and imperatives, while gaining 
access to the financial resources and political powers distributed through Canada’s 
federal system of government.  The negotiated indigenous arrangements become part 
of Canada’s national Constitution and cannot be amended at the whim of white 
majorities in Yellowknife or Ottawa. 
 
 – Jull: The Politics of Sustainable Development – Page 8 – 
The second special feature is co-management (Harrold 2002; Freeman & Carbyn 
1988; Pinkerton 1989; Alternatives 1991; Inglis 1993).  Within the large region 
covered by each agreement new bodies to make decisions for – and to manage – 
wildlife, water, development, etc. are created with equal numbers of indigenous 
representatives chosen by the indigenous birthright corporation and of government 
environment specialists.  The decisions made can only be over-ruled by the national 
government under very narrow rules in very special circumstances within a short time 
period.  In other words, these new bodies really are making the decisions.  What is 
more, they are an attempt to combine indigenous ecological knowledge or IEK with 
knowledge generated by the Western scientific tradition to achieve the best results 
both traditions can offer, and also to give legitimacy to decisions which, after all, will 
bind the indigenous party who depend on the region for food and livelihoods.  The 
rise of indigenous-white co-management over the past two decades has been so rapid 
as both an intellectual tradition and policy tool that it seems like a revolution to some; 
although it will be improved with time and experience, it has been remarkably widely 
and well accepted to date (Harrold 2002; Inglis 1993; Pinkerton 1989).  One may see 
co-management as either a new intellectual and scientific current, a belated 
recognition of the knowledge and wisdom of peoples who have relied on their natural 
surroundings for centuries for all the necessities of life, or an acceptance by the White 
Man that for all his expensive and clever ideas for managing nature and development, 
he has no credibility in these matters with indigenous peoples.  The latter have seen 
him systematically ruin that nature, bring hardship and hunger to locals thereby, and 
make all sorts of wrong decisions and assumptions in trying to correct matters.  The 
Canadian government realized that its claims to the territories of the North would not 
be accepted in northern opinion or in law unless and until it shared power and 
accepted the expertise of indigenous societies.  However, that being said, the concept 
and practice have been largely welcomed now by governments for a whole range of 
reasons.  Like northern claims settlements themselves, after governments had been 
dragged into them kicking and screaming, they discovered that they quite liked them 
and now travel the world boasting about what fine and clever Canadian discoveries 
they are! 
 
The Northwest Territories were a conceptual hinterland, north-west of the places 
where the White Man would rather be, or where he actually was.  Nunavut, meaning 
‘our land’ in the Inuit language, is home.7  (There are also various Dene proposals for 
renaming the residual NWT, e.g., Denendeh or Nahandeh.)  The history of the NWT 
and Nunavut political transformations since the 1960s has been dramatic.  Then, 
indigenous assimilation seemed the likely prospect.  The story has been told by others 
and by this author (Dacks 1990; Dickerson 1992; Dahl et al. 2000; Jull 2001b and 
many other places).  A large swath of Canada across the northlands of seven 
provinces from Newfoundland-Labrador through Quebec to British Columbia is little 
different from the Territories; similar developments are now proceeding increasingly 
in that zone, despite the general resistance of provincial governments to compromise 
their strong powers over lands, water, and resources.  Indeed, the reason why the 
Territories have succeeded so well has been the ability of Ottawa to sponsor or broker 
                                                          
7 At the time of writing Queen Elizabeth II has been visiting Nunavut as Queen of Canada.  
‘"Your land is indeed your strength," she said in praising the aboriginal tradition of living in 
harmony with the environment.”’ CBC News, 4 Oct 2002. 
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negotiated settlements in the absence of a blocking provincial power.8  Nevertheless, 
provinces are coming to recognise that they, too, must come to terms with the social 
justice and sustainable development crises in their hinterlands where indigenous 
people are the main casualties. 
 
 
AUSTRALIA’S NORTHERN TERRITORY 
 
Australia’s Northern Territory (NT), a central slice of the continent, had c. 200,000 
inhabitants in 2001, of whom some 25% were indigenous.  The White Man’s NT 
seems to consist of a thin red line on the map, the Stuart Highway, running 
approximately along the line of the telegraph line which in the 19th century linked 
Australia to London, with the four towns of Alice Springs, Tennant Creek, Katherine, 
and Darwin along its route from south to north.  Today the NT is a patchwork of 
Aboriginal lands (about 50% of the total area) won under 1976 land rights legislation, 
being mostly former Aboriginal reserves and large swaths of arid land unwanted by 
the White Man, and of large cattle stations, many of marginal productivity.  The 
populist Right government in power in the NT from the beginning of self-rule until 
2001 affected to believe that if only it could wrest control of the Aboriginal lands 
from the national government and from the Aboriginal land councils it would 
miraculously make the desert bloom and other wealth leap out of the ground. 
 
In much of Outback Australia the only way to graze animals profitably was to give 
enormous tracts of country on long-term lease to an operator.  Some cattle stations are 
famously larger than whole European countries.  That is, given enough grazing land, 
however arid, a few cattle will be able to survive.  Pastoral practices and the 
introduction of hard-hoofed European and Asian domestic animals to a continent 
which had only soft-pawed creatures have broken up the soil so that land loss (e.g., 
blown away as dust ), or land degradation generally is recognized as the principal 
environmental problem across Australia.  Large herds of feral animals, e.g., camels, 
horses, goats, donkeys, water buffalo, and pigs, roam wild and contribute to the crisis 
or extinction of native fauna, e.g., competing for scarce water.  Despite the violence 
and massacres with which white pastoralism and ‘settlement’ took place in the NT 
(and much of the rest of northern Australia), many Aboriginal groups accommodated 
themselves to the pastoral industry in order to remain on or close to their traditional 
lands and to sacred and ceremonial sites (Peterson 1985; Downing 1988).  What 
might seem passivity to outsiders has been in fact a successful strategy, the more so 
now that the White Man’s courts have turned to common law and statutory notions of 
land use and occupancy in assessing claims to land. 
 
Apart from the few white towns and homesteads, the NT is a patchwork of ancient 
territories, cultures, and language groups with a deep sense of place, and immemorial 
ceremonies and traditions continued and continuing.  They are the oldest living 
cultures on earth, although the late unlamented NT government simply wished to 
assimilate them into a White Man’s frontier world and forget the rest except as a 
tourist attraction.  The efforts of that government to attack local languages in the 
name of making everyone speak English – the supposed panacea for the 
disadvantaged state of the NT’s indigenous people! – became notorious, as did its 
                                                          
8 Canada’s Constitution assigns primary powers over land, water, and resources to provincial 
governments who guard them jealously. 
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various policies for locking up blacks for the most trivial offences (Jull & Rutherford 
2000; Nicholls 2001).  If ever a place were indigenous, non-European, this is it.  So, 
too, of course, are large swaths of Queensland, New South Wales, South Australia, 
and Western Australia which surround the NT.  There is a conceptual war going on.  
A world of straight lines on maps, notions of politics and government imported from 
afar, and a highly transient white overlordship at a few posts – it is the British Empire 
at its purest.  But the local circumstances, cultures, needs, and aspirations bear little or 
no relation to that imposed pattern.  What is more, the white fantasies of how the 
system should operate have failed, totally, on the ground.  Of course many whites 
prefer to blame the blacks for this, rather than the incongruence of their system in 
these ancient places.  The only real meeting point is that NT statehood-seeking whites 
and Aborigines both agree that the present system is a failure and should be replaced.  
That could be a valuable political resource for future negotiated reconciliation. 
 
In other ‘first world’ countries national capitals and opinion, e.g., political parties, 
have insisted that their hinterland connections maintain some standards in words and 
actions vis-à-vis indigenous peoples and all other minorities, but Australia has too 
often been passive at national level.  Furthermore, indigenous issues are largely 
governed by the states and territories.9  The states, predictably, viewed Aborigines as 
an obstacle to land and resource development and treated them in largely brutal, 
authoritarian, and arbitrary style until very recently, leaving a huge contemporary 
backlog of social dysfunction in indigenous communities and families (Haebich 2000; 
Kidd 1997).  Apart from some personally non- or anti-racist premiers, policy and 
politics in respect of race have tended to move at the pace of the more backward 
opinions, although some policy trends seemed positive.  However, since 1996 
Australia has had a national government led by John Howard which, uniquely among 
‘first world’ countries, has actively cultivated community racism and xenophobia as a 
party and electoral strategy (Markus 2001; Rundle 2001).  The world had a glimpse of 
this with Howard’s personal handling of the Norwegian ship Tampa and its rescued 
asylum seekers in August 2001 (Beeson 2002; Charlton 2002; Ward 2002).10  In 
August 1998 Howard endorsed an NT plan for statehood which had been designed 
aggressively to shut out Aboriginal peoples, rights recognition, and interests so 
completely that it failed at referendum two months later, although Howard then 
rescued the NT premier and made him head of his own national Liberal party. 
 
Howard himself would have little sympathy for indigenous survival or sustainable 
development for their own sakes.  He laments the fact that many Aborigines live in 
isolation, maintain their cultures, and are not ‘fully integrated’, rather than assimilated 
                                                          
9 The two mainland territories are the Australian Capital Territory, i.e., Canberra, and the NT.  
While the former has relatively few Aborigines, it tends to be the most socially progressive 
jurisdiction in Australia (and the best educated), and has made many positive steps in the 
spirit of Aboriginal Reconciliation since becoming self-governing a decade ago. 
10 And another glimpse with war against Iraq apparently looming.  In The Australian, 7-Oct-
2002, California-based academic Tom Plate writes:  ‘[Howard] chose … in his remarks before 
the American Chamber of Commerce, to becloud, if not befoul, his position when he added 
that, whatever the pros and cons of an Iraqi attack, Australia needed to support the 
Americans and the British because of their similar values and "similar … view of life". 
That sounded racist – and it was most unfortunate. Consider that all the targets now under 
consideration by the West – the terrorists, Iraq, Iran – are Muslim. What Howard in effect did 
was to invoke the us-against-them, white-against-non-white, Western v Islamic showdown 
that makes one shiver.’ [emphasis added] 
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into industrial society and the general workforce (‘Secret life of city blacks’ by 
George Megalogenis, The Weekend Australian, 28-29/9/02).11  However, one or two 
of his ministers seem prepared to support hinterland indigenous self-help projects 
provided these are accompanied by ostentatious anti-socialist rhetoric.  For the rest, 
Howard’s view of the NT and other hinterlands is typical of 19th century material 
expansion, with building of the long-discussed railway from Alice Springs to Darwin 
his major NT policy.12 
 
 
AUSTRALIA’S TORRES STRAIT ISLANDS, AND ‘SALTWATER PEOPLE’ 
 
The many small islands and coral reefs between the north-eastern point of Australia 
and Papua New Guinea are home to a Melanesian people, the Torres Strait Islanders 
living in some 19 communities.  In a regional population of c. 8000, some 6000 
identify as indigenous Islanders.  Most of the non-indigenous population live on 
Thursday Island, the regional supply and administrative centre.  Thursday Island may 
be the most racially and culturally diverse population in Australia with their many 
South Pacific, Asian, and European origins, a vestige of the South Seas made famous 
by Joseph Conrad and Somerset Maugham.  (For Torres Strait background see TSRA 
2001; Lui1994; 1995; Beckett 1987; Singe 1989; Sharp 1992; 1993; 1996; Shnukal 
1992; Ganter 1994; Kehoe-Forutan 1988; Mulrennan & Scott 2001; Sanders 1995; 
Arthur & McGrath 1990; Babbage 1990; Jull 1997.) 
 
As the home of Australia’s ‘other’ and lesser known indigenous people, the Islanders, 
Torres Strait today is still suffering a hangover of administrative oppression from the 
days when the Queensland state government suddenly imposed its draconian 
Aboriginal ‘protection’ laws on a reasonably functioning, albeit colonial, Torres 
Strait.  Queensland’s indigenous policy history and system have now been 
documented and exposed fully by Kidd (1997; 2000) although neither the state 
government nor public have been ready to face up to hard truths or their present-day 
consequences.  In the early 1970s another official whim, this time of the Australian 
government, would have seen half the Strait and its people handed over to Papua New 
Guinea against their will.  Today the Islanders are working slowly towards a system 
which will provide both a strong regional government and relatively autonomous 
local island councils, together with protection and political inclusion of the Strait’s 
non-indigenous residents (TSRA 2001; Jull 1997).  Also a minimal recognition of 
island native title by Queensland has been proceeding, island by island, with much 
pomp and ceremony, since the landmark Mabo decision of the High Court in 1992 
recognized native title in the easternmost Torres Strait Islands – and thus in Australia 
for the first time (Bartlett 1993).  Queensland has recently cast doubt on its intentions 
even to continue with that (TSRA 2002). 
 
The biggest issue remains the Islanders’ vast and rich sea territory scattered across a 
region of forbidding coral reefs.  Islanders feel no less passionately their marine 
ownership and rights here than in the 18th and 19th centuries when British and other 
explorers, or ships full of British families sailing to or from the Australian colonies, 
                                                          
11 The most disturbing aspect of Howard’s view is the implication here, and elsewhere, that 
Aborigines are failing to become good Australians.  Like the populist xenophobe Pauline 
Hanson, he tries to undermine and usurp the moral cachet of the first inhabitants. 
12 This is a symbolic railway.  Nobody has made a real practical or economic case for it. 
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ended their lives here in large numbers, wrecked or skirmishing with the Islanders.  A 
recent court decision has seen Islanders acquitted after seizing the catch of outsiders 
fishing near their island, the court finding that they sincerely believed it was their 
right.  The Strait is rich in fish, turtles, dugong (a sea mammal much prized by 
Islanders), and shellfish, but most of the work and profits go to outsiders, although 
Islander subsistence fishing is the main source of food.  The Strait is an international 
waterway, and a very dangerous reef-strewn one, while major resource extraction and 
industrial projects in adjacent Indonesia and PNG, all provide serious environmental 
threats.  Australian governments have often regarded the Islanders, patronisingly and 
wrongly, as ‘moderate’, i.e., malleable.  The inevitable collision over marine rights 
and environmental protection will put an end to that, when it comes. 
 
In a new book, Saltwater People, the Melbourne-based academic Nonie Sharp (2002) 
takes up the situation of Torres Strait and that of other indigenous sea peoples and 
their regions across the north of Australia.  Her comparative background research 
included visits to the Sami coast of Northern Europe, to Nunavut, and to coastal 
British Columbia, as well as to areas of Western Europe where older coastal traditions 
remain.  In her six Tropical Australian case studies Sharp shows the range and depth 
of marine consciousness and knowledge, of the total shaping role of local marine 
ecology, in indigenous cultures.  Anyone concerned about the indigenous self-
reliance, local economy, and environment of the Tropical coasts would see that 
strengthening these local societies and their power would be the best public policy.  
However, that would require a very great mental leap for the state or federal 
governments in Australia who still see the world through old-fashioned industrial age 
lenses.  Of course there are officials and even some offices in governments who try to 
do the right thing, and various inquiries and reports have shown the way, but one can 
only be fearful for the future (RAC 1993; Smyth 1993; Jull 1993). 
 
The only hope may be concerted action by Tropical coast peoples, supported by non-
indigenous allies.  For instance, in North America the Inuit from Alaska across 
Canada, right down the Labrador coast, and across to Greenland, revolutionised 
thinking about Arctic seas, coasts, and environment from the 1970s (CARC 1984; 
Lauritzen 1983; Jull 1987; Anjum 1984; Brower & Stotts 1984).  By working within 
their own regions and regional organizations, as well as at national and international 
levels, they forced governments and industry, as well as the international community, 
to defend their development proposals and end their ignorance about the Arctic.  The 
years of discussion, of official proposal and Inuit and public counter-proposal, etc., 
vastly increased the country’s grasp of Arctic realities and needs.  Inuit led Canada in 
the ‘discovery’ of its third ocean in an intelligent and conscious way which the 
Atlantic and Pacific had never received.13  Through these processes Inuit built up 
strong credibility which spilled over into their political aspirations generally – e.g., all 
Inuit in those three countries now have their own governments or other significant 
regional self-governing institutions.  At home, however, many organizations, 
institutions and official bureaux recognized the positive benefits for all citizens in the 
Inuit initiatives and supported and even joined them.  Something similar happened 
with the path-breaking work of Monica Mulrennan in Torres Strait in the early 1980s 
                                                          
13 Inuit were well assisted by advisers like Milton Freeman, Peter Usher, the late Randy 
Ames, Lorraine Brooke, Judy Rowell, Terry Fenge, Peter Jacobs, Marc Stevenson, and many 
others, and by the Canadian Arctic Resources Committee, an independent Arctic policy think-
tank especially under Murray Coolican, Peter Burnet, John Merritt, and their successors. 
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(Mulrennan & Hanssen 1994).  Dialect differences, very different traditions of 
indigenous-government relations, etc. made Inuit marine cooperation difficult.  
Obstacles are not greater in Outback Australia, in my view (e.g., Jull & Craig 1997).  
For years various indigenous and non-indigenous bodies have recommended 
indigenous workshops among Sami, Inuit, Torres Strait Islanders, and Tropical coast 
Aboriginal peoples to discuss marine and coastal issues.  Such contact is needed. 
 
 
NORTHERN QUEBEC (NUNAVIK) 
 
The coasts of Ungava Bay, Hudson Strait, and north-eastern Hudson Bay are dotted 
by 15 villages including c. 9200 Inuit (of a total population of 9900).  This region 
with its coasts and islands, and large inland hunting grounds, make up Nunavik.  This 
northern hinterland of Quebec, along with the Cree and Naskapi territories adjacent to 
the south-west and south-east, make up the largest portion of Quebec and are rich in 
hydro-electric power potential seen as Quebec’s major natural resource asset.  It was 
Quebec’s plan to develop the greatest hydro-electric dams on earth which led to a 
bitter confrontation of peoples and governments resulting in the negotiated James Bay 
and Northern Quebec Agreement of 1975.14  (The Quebec Inuit representative body, 
Makivik, has a clear brief history up to the present, online [2000].  Also, Mulrennan 
[1998] gives a brief summary of the dramatic related recent hydro-electric events in 
the Cree territory which has been the epicentre of the Quebec projects, while Scott 
[1992] locates the Cree background in ‘northern territory’ context.) 
 
In this vast Quebec hinterland there were virtually no non-indigenous people except 
those working in indigenous communities and resource work parties or field camps.  
All the same, achieving political unity among the many far-flung and long isolated 
villages and sub-regional identities was far from easy.  Charlie Watt, now a senator 
for life in Canada’s Parliament, achieved this feat sufficiently to provide a negotiating 
front who brought some of the most isolated of Canada’s Inuit settlements into 
Montreal and Ottawa board rooms working out subtle details of energy economics 
and political power.15  As Canada’s first such negotiation in the modern era, a new era 
in which the White Man’s derisive historical view of treaties with ‘the natives’ was no 
longer possible, Watt and the Cree leader, Chief Billy Diamond, achieved national 
status.  They endured endless abuse from some of their own people, from whites who 
wanted to insist on Inuit forever living in skin clothing and snow-houses, from other 
indigenous groups who wanted them to fight for an ideal indigenous rights outcome, 
and from many others who wanted to look down on these importunate ‘new Eskimos’.  
Watt and Diamond kept their nerve and their goals:  to protect their territories’ 
resources and options open to the maximum extent so that their way of life would 
survive for future generations, and to get all possible material benefits, power, and 
influence from the expensive, inevitable, and vast development project which was 
                                                          
14 Quebeckers felt pride in their proposed projects and many resented the Inuit and Cree 
protests as crypto-Anglo attacks on their cultural renaissance and destiny, which in turn 
generated wariness about Francophone intentions among indigenous peoples.  These mutual 
recriminations and their hangover greatly complicated the issues, but that unfortunate era 
seems now well and truly in the past. 
15 Charlie Watt was appointed Senator principally for his services to Canada’s national unity, 
an irony in that northern whites viewed his organization of Inuit initially with alarm and some 
even tried to have martial law declared to stop him.  Thanks to Terje Brantenberg, University 
of Tromsø, for some of this background. 
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being imposed on them.  They did not have the luxury of pursuing ideals but had to do 
the best possible for their peoples while bulldozers were loudly revving up behind 
their homes.  They knew that the national government was their only real supporter, 
but one who could not be trusted to stand up to Quebec on some basic issues.  As 
Watt has always said, Inuit obtained enough ‘tools’ through the 1975 Agreement to 
take on the work of building the Inuit future without having to rely on governments’ 
goodwill. 
 
As everywhere else in such circumstances, indigenous leaders were faced with a 
terrible dilemma:  (1) how to benefit from the material and other opportunities of the 
moment, things which imply gulping down more fast changes to reach some sort of 
social equality, and equal political standing to deal with whites on the big issues 
affecting the region, while (2) healing communities already suffering countless ill 
effects and dysfunction from too much imposed change?  There were – and are – 
many human casualties.  However, despite many years of using newly gained funds 
and capacities in fighting to achieve the full implementation of the Agreement – 
which was as much a politico-administrative novelty or anomaly for white officials in 
Quebec and federal governments as for Inuit, and therefore open to endless argument 
and interpretation – Inuit steadily and firmly took over the institutions and 
management of Nunavik and its communities.  It is not a White Man’s frontier but a 
vibrant, brash Inuit region full of plans, hopes, and disputation. 
 
But if governments viewed the Agreement as an ending, a completion of old business, 
they were mistaken.  As in all hinterland rebirths, people cannot simply mobilize 
briefly and then go back to ‘business as usual’.  The defence of their territory – and of 
their environmental and development values – is a continuing project.  Furthermore, 
once they have seen how they can gain access through new powers and new funds to 
the opportunities and benefits of the world outside their region, they have many new 
ideas about how to strengthen and improve their way of life at home.  Governments, 
for their part, find that if they had hoped merely to make minimal concessions to some 
remote rustics, they are disappointed; however, in the place of ‘passive’ hinterlands 
out of sight and out of mind, they now have helped to create busy new regions whose 
people and organisations are insisting on a part, even if a fractious part, in relation to 
the wider society.  The White Man was unable or unwilling to ‘develop’ the North for 
northerners, but now the northern peoples themselves are proving eager and able to 
‘fill in the map’.  Governments also find themselves happy to set aside their own past 
policy and program failures and transfer responsibility (and any blame) to Inuit. 
 
Quebec Inuit worked with the 1975 Agreement and kept insisting that they wanted 
more reforms.  Quebec, for its part, has learned that futile suspicions among peoples 
and confrontations over development issues bring nothing but trouble at home and 
international censure.  And despite the noise and furore at some of the sore points in 
Canadian indigenous-white relations, especially in Western Canada, there have been 
many quiet processes working through issues and reaching positive outcomes (Jull 
2001d).  By 1989 the Inuit had ready a united front of Nunavik organizations pressing 
a reform agenda.  However, more years elapsed before the full Nunavik Commission 
was established.  Now, Amiqqaaluta/ Partageons/ Let Us Share, the March 2001 
report of that Commission – a tri-partite body comprising Inuit, the Government of 
Quebec, and Government of Canada – has proposed creation and structures of a 
Nunavik territory for Quebec.  The proposals are breath-taking and unprecedented for 
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any Canadian province, but what is more, they draw deliberately on the experiences 
of other Inuit regions in Canada and abroad.  (The report is online in English, French, 
and Inuktitut, the English text being Nunavik Commission 2001.  See also Jull 2001c 
for comments.)  In April 2002 a further amazing development occurred:  Inuit and 
Quebec reached a major agreement or treaty on how to conduct their future relations 
and on how to share development benefits and procedures (Makivik-Quebec 2002).  
Earlier Quebec had reached a similar agreement with the Cree.  Quebec had taken a 
view for many years that it could simply knock the northern and other indigenous 
peoples into line, an approach which generated much conflict and extremely bad 
publicity for the Quebec government and Quebec aspirations.  Now all that was 
ended, formally, as it had been ended for many years in fact. 
 
The Nunavik success has involved not only Inuit and their staff, but also dedicated 
officials in federal and Quebec governments who have strong commitment to Inuit 
and the North, often persons who have themselves lived and worked with Inuit.  
Although the ‘negotiation’ of hinterland policy and politics may begin in a tense 
mood, the nature of processes over time is to create a climate of collective problem-
solving in which everyone is trying to find the best way through the problems, having 
gradually educated each other to the various needs.  This also has benefits for 
indigenous peoples in the long-term, by creating within government a body of 
officials with understanding of indigenous issues and needs. 
 
 
SÁPMI (NORTHERN SCANDINAVIA) 
 
Although Anglophones might be confused about the correct sequence of the 
Scandinavian countries from west to east, one thing was easy to remember:  ‘Lapland’ 
was clearly identified on all maps as an international region covering the north of the 
three countries.  We now know that it also includes Russia’s Kola region.  According 
to Helander (1995), 
 
The size of the Sami population has been reckoned at somewhere between 
60,000 and 100,000; a cautious estimate would be about 70,000.  In Norway 
there are believed to be between 40,000 and 45,000 Sami, largely 
concentrated in Finnmark, where there are some 25,000.  Sweden has about 
17,000 Sami, Finland around 5,700 and Russia approximately 2,000. 
 
The three northern districts of Norway – Nordland, Troms, and Finnmark – have c. 
464,000 inhabitants (of Norway’s 4.5 million total), but large Finnmark only has c. 
74,000 and many districts there are clearly Sami (Brantenberg et al. 1995).  Likewise 
Troms and Nordland have Sami areas or villages, whether or not they always care to 
identity as such amid the ‘everyday North Norwegian racism’ as Bjørklund et al. put 
it (2000, 16; see also Eidheim 1971).  Nevertheless, since 1988 the Constitution has 
recognised Norway as a country with two ethnic nations, Norwegian and Sami, no 
small act of reconciliation in an ancient kingdom.  Because Sami are not a visible 
minority, issues of identity and identification are particularly vexed both within the 
Sami community and between Sami and Norwegians.  This has had impacts in respect 
of sustainable development, highlighted by the Alta-Kautokeino River damming 
controversy, 1979-81, in which many Coastal Sami supported development for a 
mixture of reasons (including the rhetoric of progress and development) against the 
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inland Reindeer Sami for whom the project was a direct threat to key herding areas 
and existing community location (Brantenberg 1985; 1991; 1995; Paine 1982; 
Bjørklund et al. 2000). 
 
Although large by European standards, the very finite national regions which make up 
Sápmi each have their road and rail ambitions, their national governments interested 
in resource extraction and in military security vis-à-vis the heavily militarized Russian 
Kola, and local people eager for jobs in regions where the government is and must 
remain a very significant employer, e.g., through construction and maintenance 
projects.  Also, northern residents of all sorts want the very high quality of life which 
is taken for granted in the southern regions of those countries.  Sami and Sami 
traditions of life face almost impossible pressures from development.  Governments, 
for their part, have been happy to talk about balanced development and respect for the 
environment – in which Norway had always looked particularly good in international 
comparison, at least until the new era of environmentalism pioneered by their own 
Prime Minister, Ms Brundtland – but they have been very evasive in recent times 
about recognizing Sami rights to land, water, and resources despite accepting a 
Constitutional commitment.  That is, the recent Norwegian Constitutional amendment 
has inbuilt the commitment to assure to Sami the material basis of their cultures, e.g., 
lands, freshwater, and seas for practice of their traditional livelihoods (Smith 1987).  
Even a rash of embarrassing cases brought especially from Finland and Sweden to 
UN human rights mechanisms have failed to look at the Sami situation whole.  
Rather, the Sami are experiencing death by a thousand small cuts, cuts of 
incrementalism eroding their actual position bit by bit.  Tied closely to this is 
language loss, a loss of the ways of discussing and recording hinterland environments, 
as in the important work of Nils Jernsletten at the University of Tromsø (see also 
Brody 2001 on Inuit). 
 
Sami leaders in Norway have now, in 2002, told a surprised Norwegian prime 
minister and government that they are digging in their heels and want real progress on 
a process for working through outstanding issues.  It would be hard to find a country 
where indigenous leaders were more articulate, thoughtful, and reasonable than in 
Norway, so the Norwegian political class and the North Norway public have truly 
been living in a fools’ paradise if they think Sami proposals are radical.  In fact, amid 
much of the frontier noise and outspoken clamour of the North, the Sami are utterly 
statesmanlike.  Many northern non-Sami in high positions show that while they want 
the mantle of Nordic country progressiveness, they are not willing to find out what 
social and cultural pluralism actually mean today, resorting to majoritarian platitudes 
from 50 or 60 years ago.  Also, it seems sometimes that Norwegian domestic 
authorities sometimes have very limited notions of what is required in contemporary 
indigenous policy terms in a world indigenous rights climate which Norway’s 
distinguished human rights and international representatives have done so much to 
create.  However, it will require the intelligent assertiveness of national authorities 
vis-à-vis  non-Sami and their own national and sub-national structures to resolve 
matters, together with the nationally elected Sami Parliament, most of whose 
members are in the North, of course. 
 
As the chair of the Sami Council, Anne Nuorgam, put it on June 11, 2001, 
 
 – Jull: The Politics of Sustainable Development – Page 17 – 
Saami are distinct.  Yet Saami have always been a people tolerant of others.  
We are at peace with those that moved onto our lands, and those that now fish 
our rivers, fiords, and seas.  We believe in working out our differences with 
one another.  You can see that through our Saami Parliaments, our 
organisations, and our institutions, we are able to work closely with 
governments at the same time as we maintain our separateness and our need 
to disagree when necessary. (Nuorgam 2001) 
 
The former president of the Sami Parliament in Norway Ole Henrik Magga noted in a 
United Nations journal: 
 
The challenge is to use the nation-state as the building block for ensuring that 
all cultural groups have a space within its borders. 
 
The idea of a nation state as a culturally homogenous group that could 
assimilate and oppress minorities is not acceptable.  It means decimating the 
cultural richness of our planet, to which public opinion is increasingly 
sensitive.  Even from a cynical viewpoint, it is in the best interest of states to 
put an end to this policy.  The alternative will lead to major conflicts that will 
only upset the very stability of states. 
 
A compromise has to be struck between cultural groups and the nation state.  
It means that mechanisms, both legislative and political, must be developed 
whereby the state would transfer a large part of its powers to cultural groups 
and ensure that all groups have space to exist and develop without oppressing 
the others.  It means that the state becomes a sort of federation of cultural 
groups responsible for guaranteeing both individual rights and collective 
cultural rights.  This involves rethinking the notion of the state.  In the event of 
conflict, the international community must have the right to interfere in 
internal affairs through a mechanism that remains to be created under the 
auspices of the United Nations.  (Magga in Lefort 1995) 
 
The current Sami Parliament president, Sven Roald Nystø, recently said that 
 
the state cannot alone define or limit the right of self-determination.  This 
must take place in cooperation with the Sami Parliament.  I also find it 
necessary to point out that self-determination is not a static concept, whose 
content can be determined once and for all.  It is a dynamic concept, whose 
content will be developed gradually through negotiations and an open 
dialogue between the state and Sami representatives.  In these negotiations it 
is imperative that the parties involved have equal standing and that their 
perspective is long-term.  (Nystø 2001, 5) 
 
If the wealthy educated countries like Norway, Sweden, and Finland with reputations 
for finding reasonable solutions to new problems and maintaining healthy Nature 
alongside healthy Society continue to be unable or unwilling to understand and work 
through sustainable development and its implications at home, what hope is there for 
the rest of the world?  Of course, Norwegians know little or nothing about their own 
North, being rather more aware of Los Angeles or Las Palmas, but it is time that they 
learned about it.  Sami can help them.  Meanwhile, Norwegians are able to be helpful 
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fixers from Sarajevo to Sri Lanka, and the Middle East, amid the most bitter and 
intractable conflicts, but they have been less ready to come to grips with the thousand-





As noted above, the era of indigenous internationalism began in 1973 at the Arctic 
Peoples Conference with Greenlandic, Sami, and Northern Canadian indigenous 
hinterland peoples sharing their experiences of ‘frontier’ resource development 
pressure and other aspects of their marginalisation by government and industry.  
Building on that experience the Sami and Greenlanders were major participants in the 
founding of the World Council of Indigenous Peoples (WCIP) in Port Alberni, British 
Columbia, Canada, in late 1975 (Sanders 1977).16  That meeting made the shared 
experience of industrial, government, and settler pressure on lands, waters, and 
resources of all kinds – i.e., dispossession and un-sustainable development – the basic 
currency of world indigenous cooperation and understanding.17  It was well 
understood that the pressures on indigenous territories in countries like Paraguay and 
Guatemala were a good deal less ‘gentlemanly’ than in Canada or Norway.  The 
meetings had to be conducted in secrecy and high security to protect Latin American 
Indian delegations, although some countries, e.g., Paraguay, managed to seize and jail 
delegates on their return home. 
 
In mid-1977 when the Inuit Circumpolar Conference (ICC) united the Inuit ‘nation’ of 
the Arctic for the first time, ever, the host Mayor Eben Hopson of the Inuit North 
Slope Borough, Barrow, at Alaska’s northernmost point, said that the people gathered 
must have two priorities:  protection of the Arctic environment from government and 
industry, and achievement of maximum regional self-government or home rule 
powers in their home areas to make that protection and the survival of Inuit culture 
active and successful (Lauritzen 1983).  Since then the Inuit working through ICC 
have played a major role in indigenous and world environmental advocacy and action, 
mirabile dictu, and the individual Inuit regions, apart from Chukotka, have achieved 
new tailor-made governments (often with supplementary quasi-government 
authorities) to assert environmental and other values vis-à-vis the surrounding 
industrial nation-states which have always threatened to swallow them.  This Inuit 
activism has been an important background factor in establishing the culture and tone 
of the Arctic Council of which ICC is a founding indigenous member.  (National 
governments of USA, Russia, the five Nordic countries, and Canada form the core of 
                                                          
16 Unfortunately Canadian Inuit are usually reluctant to join in projects and gatherings led by 
Canadian First Nations (‘Indians’).  Despite the tact of Chief George Manuel and his team 
before and after Port Alberni, Canadian Inuit did not participate.  Indians are patronising and 
uninformed about Inuit realities and politics, in the Inuit view, a sense constantly reinforced by 
Indian leaders and representatives misrepresenting (albeit from ignorance as much as 
intention) the Inuit land/sea and political settlements such as Nunavut, while Inuit 
organizations make little effort to differentiate among the loudmouths and well-intentioned 
persons on the Indian side.  Inuit uffishness has sometimes weakened indigenous political 
clout at national and regional levels, but arguably never to the specific disadvantage of Inuit.  
By speaking quietly Inuit leaders have often been seen by others as more reasonable, despite 
similar political and territorial objectives to Indian first nations. 
17 The prologue to the fine new book on British Columbia indigenous-white history, Making 
Native Space, is an evocative account of the initial white arrival and land takeover at the site 
of Port Alberni (Harris 2002). 
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the Council with indigenous peoples including Sami Council, ICC, Aleuts, et al. as 
Permanent Participants.) 
 
The submission to the UN 2002 Earth Summit 2002 from the Commonwealth Policy 
Studies Unit, London, in support of the 54 Commonwealth of Nations (former British 
Empire) member countries’ indigenous peoples, aptly took its title from the 
uncomfortable indigenous peoples’ status as ‘the miner’s canary’ in the world 
environment, the first to feel the effects of a planet or policies gone wrong.  It usefully 
reviews indigenous sustainable development needs in international relations context 
(Havemann & Whall 2002). 
 
In the early years after the Brundtland Report was published the central place of 
indigenous peoples was much highlighted in public events relating to the ethic of 
sustainable development.  That seems to have changed now, with indigenous peoples 
given all too little attention at the 2002 Earth Summit, as the new ICC president 
Sheila Watt-Cloutier found (e.g., ICC Canada Press Release, 2-9-2002).  It is 
important for indigenous peoples, especially experienced and well resourced groups 
in ‘first world’ countries like Norway, Canada, and Australia, to restore that high 
indigenous profile. 
 
There is much activity, meanwhile.  All across Canada and hinterland Australia there 
are indigenous peoples working to regain control of productive territory as a means to 
restoring healthy communities.  For instance, Australia’s north-eastern point, the great 
Cape York Peninsula, has attracted much recent attention thanks to work by local 
leader Noel Pearson working with the Queensland government to development 
‘partnership’ arrangements to tackle the systemic dysfunction and crisis of violence in 
indigenous communities (Pearson 2002; Fitzgerald 2001; Robertson 1999).  The 
region includes some of the richest intact eco-systems in Australia.  Also, the arid 
lands of Central Australia are homelands of several widespread peoples such as 
Pitjantjatjara and Arrente engaged not only in land conservation projects but are 
working at grass roots self-government and constitution-building, e.g., through the 
Combined Aboriginal Nations of Central Australia (CANCA).  They are trying to 
escape the fiasco wrought by the former NT government and other unhelpful outsiders 
in policies, programming, and attempted assimilation.  The Kimberley of northern 
Western Australia, Tiwi Islands, the Yolgnu lands of the northern NT, north-west 
Queensland’s Gulf country, and many other areas are also similarly busy. 
 
In Canada the Deh Cho (Slavey) people of the south-western NWT have been an 
almost classical model of how principle and practice can bring good results in their 
work with the federal and NWT governments assisted by facilitator Professor Peter 
Russell, one of the world’s ablest non-indigenous observers and practitioners in 
indigenous constitutional work.  Like other Canadian peoples the Deh Cho have much 
documentation online, the federal government’s Indian and Northern Affairs Canada 
site being a good starting-point (http://www.ainc-inac.gc.ca/index_e.html).  Other 
NWT peoples also have regional agreements complete or under negotiation or 
implementation.  Labrador Inuit on the Atlantic coast and Nisga’a villages by the 
Pacific have also reached important regional agreements on land, marine, and self-
government issues in recent years.  Many other indigenous locales and regions large 
and small across Canada are working actively to similar ends. 
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Across Northern Russia and Siberia some 40 indigenous nations totaling c. 200,000 
people are grouped in RAIPON, the Russian Association of Indigenous Peoples of the 
North, with a useful website (http://www.raipon.org/english/index.html).  A support 
group for the Russian peoples, ANSIPRA, provides useful information and contact 
(http://www.npolar.no/ansipra/english/index.html) from its base in theNorwegian 
Polar Institute, Tromsø.  RAIPON president Sergey Haruchi told the ICC assembly in 
Kuujjuaq, Canada, in August 2002 that sustainable development was the next big 
priority.  Greenland’s Inuit home rule government in place since 1979 serves 56,540 
people of whom 80% are native speakers of the Inuit Greenlandic language.  Fishing 
and related marine issues have been central to political and national development over 
recent decades, so an attack on Greenland’s wildlife policy by a Danish writer has 
been the more bitterly felt.  Meanwhile Greenland has provided moral and intellectual 
leadership internationally in sustainable development discussions, e.g., Lynge 1992; 
1998.  New Zealand/Aotearoa has also seen dramatic renegotiation of national 
identity and environment and land use issues in recent years between the c. 615,000 
Maori and Pakeha (non-indigenous New Zealanders), the total population being 3.94 
million (Walker 1990; Orange 1992; 1995; Fleras & Spoonley 1999). 
 
In Alaska the dramatically fluctuating population, c. 635,00 in 2001, includes about 
16% indigenous people, but they are the great majority of the 2000 indigenous 
villages around the large state while the non-indigenous are grouped in a few cities 
and worksites.  The fight for the 1971 Alaska claims settlement was a spectacular 
battle centred on land, seas, and resources, and the issues continue to centre state 
politics (Mitchell 2001).  The gusto with which Alaskan Natives like the Inupiat of 
the North have confronted the US government and military, and Big Oil, is a reminder 
that even remote isolated hunter-gatherer people are a match for anyone given the 
political will (McBeath & Morehouse 1980; Jull 1986b). 
 
Some indigenous leaders may become so focused on the rhetoric and legal fine points 
of their own political negotiations or aspirations that they create obstacles to mutual 
understanding and cooperation by demonising or dismissing other groups or regions 
at home or abroad.  This overlooks the realities that in most matters, including 
environmental protection and sustainable development, there are many useful 
practices and precedents widely scattered, and that indigenous peoples everywhere 
share similar concerns.  All are engaged in building or re-building regional structures 
and identities, and trying to defend and recover sacred, productive, or other significant 
territory.  A network of indigenous peoples and regions dedicated to sharing and 
developing their practical expertise is long overdue (Jull 1999b).  Meanwhile, it is 
heartening to see fine new books like Nettheim, Myers and Craig (2002) which not 
only examine the resource, environment, and self-government needs of indigenous 
peoples across a continent but with detailed chapters looking at issues in relation to, 





Sustainable development is not an idea, let alone a White Man’s idea, imposed on 
indigenous peoples or their territories – it is a daily lived reality, an organic part of 
evolved and evolving indigenous economies, societies, cultures, and self-identifying 
political communities.  Sustainable development did not need world reports or even 
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written language to be established in hinterlands, being integral to indigenous oral 
knowledge and sheer survival (Henriksen 1973; Brody 2001).  The advent of modern 
environmental science, and its recognition by powerful international agencies and in 
powerful documents like the Brundtland Report, has given indigenous peoples a 
means and vocabulary of communicating the sustainable development concept and its 
implications to non-indigenous authorities and experts.  Of course, not a little 
indigenous culture is lost in that translation process, and government departments or 
experts are apt to pick out the bits they find useful (Harrold 2002).  Of itself 
sustainable development has turned the tables on the White Man’s previously 
assumed cultural superiority and knowledge, e.g., by revealing that old illiterate 
hunters from the High Arctic in Greenland or Canada may know quite a lot which 
gobsmacks and re-orients dark-suited and expensive regulatory board project inquiries 
full of university experts and Toronto professionals.  Unlike the days of modernizing 
the North by massive assault, when the views of the old and indigenous were 
obstacles to be overcome – always in their own best interests, of course! – now 
indigenous people old or young are ‘worth listening to’.  They have won respect as 
they have won or undermined power. 
 
Most of this change has been implicit.  However, in countries like Norway, Australia, 
and Canada with strong environmental currents in modern times, the indigenous case 
could and should be presented more explicitly in sustainable development terms.  The 
search for continuing marine-oriented livelihoods in Torres Strait and across the north 
coasts of Australia is an obvious example.  Governments talk a great deal about the 
need for indigenous self-reliance but usually seem unable to imagine or assist any 
future except on the margins of an industrial economy. 
 
One may even see sustainable development as a comprehensive political program in 
indigenous hinterlands, albeit one usually unstated.  It has been the driving force and 
core of broad indigenous resistance to the assimilation of their homelands into the 
industrial economy, while providing also an ethic and rationale for the small-scale 
local control, knowledge, and cultural distinctiveness which indigenous societies 
represent (Jull 1986b).  It is a coherent intellectual response to the fading lustre of 
industrial frontier economics, while, as the Brundtland Report shows above, it 
provides a framework for recognising the uniqueness and unique politico-cultural 
imperatives of indigenous hinterlands or ‘sparselands’.18  Finnmark or Nunavut or 
Central Australia need not be developed like Southern Ontario or Sjælland or Sydney, 
and there are good reasons for not doing so. 
 
Indigenous people have a long-term commitment to the hinterland.  If resource 
boomtowns come and go, and transient populations fluctuate widely, indigenous 
people and the small population of others who have chosen to make permanent homes 
among them – sometimes for generations – are essential to the stability of place.  
They are very much a permanent population.  Although indigenous peoples are often 
minorities in their home regions, the rapid throughput of transient outsiders and 
different living areas does not change a region’s indigenous character or imperatives. 
 
                                                          
18 I am indebted for this useful word to the writings of Professor John Holmes, Geography, 
University of Queensland. 
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Only determined resistance by indigenous peoples in hinterlands to industrial 
nation-state thinking and projects will save these large regions for the world 
and for themselves. 
 
The reflexes and idées fixes of industrial nation-states make them much too slow, 
even if they have some goodwill and stated sustainable development policies.  
Indigenous peoples are not just canaries in the mine but must also be, as the 
Greenland premier put it to me over 20 years ago, the soldiers and police protecting 
the Arctic environment (Jull 1981).  But rarely can they act alone. 
 
Only partnership and co-management of indigenous and senior governmental 
authorities will bring adequate power and funds to bear on the problem. 
 
In quiet times the two sides may even choose too cooperate, out of wisdom rather than 
fear, and one may hope that it becomes habit-forming. 
 
Only formal recognition of indigenous rights and political communities in 
respect of hinterlands will protect their physical environments. 
 
One may read the history of Canadian Arctic marine and coastal policy from the 
1960s in this way, i.e., as unrelenting Inuit rights activity providing the relatively 
strong outcomes falling into place today. 
 
Indigenous hinterland political movements, and ‘native movements’ in general, are 
perfectly linked with sustainable development.  As a concept sustainable 
development, or more precisely ‘ESD’, may be somewhat too neat and remote, like 
those beautiful Books of Hours kept by the Duke of Berri with their colourful 
miniatures of the peasant round in feudal Europe.  Sami, Inuit, Dene, Algonquian, 
Torres Strait Islander, and Nenets lifeways, on the other hand, are not conceptual or 
remote – they are living, adapting societies with ancient traditions and contemporary 
community adjustments tied to threatened eco-regions.  In ‘first world’ countries there 
is much money lavished by governments on official expertise and outside research as 
well as expensive and handsome publications in the name of environmental protection 
and sustainable development.  Unfortunately there are not always very significant 
outcomes.  However, where there are remote, disadvantaged, even little educated, and 
often semi-literate indigenous hunter-gatherers, their understanding and determination 
have forced governments to re-consider their policies and institutions to accommodate 
sustainable development and protect important eco-systems.  Indigenous peoples have 
had the political will which the majorities in industrial countries have not.  If the 
‘native movement’ seemed quixotic, irritating, or dangerous to many in national 
capitals in the 1960s and 1970s, it has since won wider support as the White Man has 
come to understand and accept sustainable development and the limitations of ‘gold 
rush’ thinking.  The sensible future is for national and sub-national governments to 
accept the wisdom and value of indigenous agendas and to work with indigenous 
peoples, in the national interest. 
 
*** 
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